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Abstract 
The theoretical framework of this paper uses the key concepts provided by communication theories, communication criticism 
in the European context, and public sphere approaches. The context analysis focuses on the existence of a significant number 
of critics who lament the lack of real communication policies in the European Union and tailored strategies to promote 
intercultural communication in Europe. The methodological perspective is one based on discourse analysis. The study is 
focused on a corpus of 41 semi-structured interviews, whose subjects are graduate students at the University of Bucharest, 
Faculty of Public Administration and Public Affairs. Based on the selected corpus, the research aims are to establish: a. how 
European values are represented and communicated by a homogeneous and educated group; b. whether subjects believe that 
European values and communication practices operate in Romanian public administration activities ; c. what perceptions the 
subjects have of the dynamics of democratic values in the EU. The premises of our research are that: a) European 
topics (in the broad sense) seem very uncommon in public discourse ; b) Romanian citizens do not seem to be connected to 
European themes and legislation. The study postulates that there is a ‘lack of communication’ in Habermas’ sense of the term, 
and a poor connection with European topics of debate. The methodological approach is focused on identifying the most 
important recent topics of debate in Europe, using scientific literature on local-global, European controversies and social 
communication topics as source. These will form a basis for the creation of a discourse analysis grid , which will be applied to 
the 41 semi-structured interviews making up the corpus. The results of the analysis may lead us to a general 
conclusion regarding features of Romanian public discourse and the current context that builds public sphere opened by the 
European model. 
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1. References The public sphere: field of research in social sciences and humanities 
1.1 The research context 
 
 The aim of this research is to dissect the Romanian collective perception of the operation of Romanian 
public institutions. The research follows two courses: the way in which public discourse has been constructed in 
Romania in recent years and the context producing this discourse. 
 The premises of the research include an empirical component deriving from careful observation of the 
Romanian communicative space, an in-depth knowledge of the topics of Romanian public debate and stylistic 
aspects of media discourse over the past 20 years (Ro ca, 2012). This knowledge of the Romanian social context 
has driven the research and been the foundation of the following analytical approach: 
a. Public discourse in Romania (media, politics, organisations) considers communication to be 
important, on the grounds that it is an important resource for societal development; 
b. As a social practice, communication has gained importance and a very large number of faculties and 
communication departments have consequently been established over the past 15 years; 
c. Following Romania’s accession to the European Union, public discourse on communication in the 
Romanian public space was enriched with terms such as: ‘transparency’, ‘effective communication’, 
‘globalisation of communication’, ‘new media’, ‘e-democracy’; 
d. A keen interest is taken in professionalising communication practices and installing the 
communication professions. 
 
The circumstances seem conducive to the promotion of communication practices and values in the 
Romanian public sphere, but public debate and a number of recent studies have highlighted the absence of real 
public communication and a poor connection with European values beyond largely hypocritical speeches or 
politicking. In this context, the hypothesis underlying the research postulates a ‘lack of communication’ in the 
Romanian public sphere, in Habermas’ sense of the term, and a poor connection with European topics of debate. 
Research circumscribes the latest theories of the public sphere and those who operationalise the concept of 
representational discourse. Based on the selected and homogeneous corpus, the two significant research aims are 
to establish: how European values are represented and communicated by an educated group and what perceptions 
the subjects have regarding the dynamics of democratic values in the EU. 
In order to achieve these objectives, we used the method of discourse analysis with which we explored 
contemporary Romanian collective perceptions of the representations of European values, communication 
practices and open society, with strict reference to the discourse of public institutions in Romania. The results of 
this analysis led us to conclusions regarding, for example, interviewees’ attitudes towards Romanian public 
discourse or the topic of European values in public discourse. 
 
The scientific literature 
 
 The interest in this type of research is related to the ever more powerful acceptance of the idea that 
communication practices are cultural facts and ways of operationalising the culture axiologically through 
representational discourse. The triad ‘norms-values-attitudes’ lies at the centre of scientific concerns in the sphere 
of communication practices and the communicative dimension of the modern organisation; the concept unifying 
the three notions is representational discourse. 
 In order to introduce the notion of representational discourse, we should mention that P. Schlessinger 
(1999) stated that the communication process was the core of the public sphere and had always fulfilled an 
important role in the historical construction of nation states, while Stuart Hall (1992) considered the public sphere 
to be ‘a system of cultural representations’ in which the communicative aspect prevails. These representations as 
mental models, together with the methods of declaring values in social communication, form the space in which 
the system of rule (H. Arendt), the media process (J. Habermas) and public dialogue are established. 
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 If we relate these theories to the views of Charaudeau (1997), Dahlgren (2005) and Fowler (1994) – who 
consider representational discourse to be a way of knowing human communities and understanding how the 
meanings that define the world are articulated – we have the scientific background for what we call 
representational discourse. In order to exist and survive, a human community needs to act and speak about its 
actions, thus communication through language is fundamental for any human social group. Under these 
circumstances, representation gains important social functions: collective organisation (by emphasising a value 
system), demonstration and establishment of group identity by presenting the behavioural features of the group to 
the community, embodiment of the prevailing values of the group through its own forms of representation. 
 We should also add post-habermasian scientific literature regarding the public space which has brought 
forth debates on the national public space/European public space, new media and means of communication, and 
emphasised the existence of civic apathy and lack of interest in the most important tools of democracy – 
transparent elections – as well as an unprecedented decline in traditional environments, which have, until 
recently, been considered the main forum informing public opinion. Furthermore, we should mention that the 
latest theoretical debates on communication have also been centred, from a critical point of view, on European 
topics such as the European Constitution (J. Habermas), the utopia of building a European public space (J. 
Habermas, D. Wolton) or the omnipotence of the new media. 
 
2. Research methodology 
 
 The objectives of the present research are as follows: 
 
 To identify and analyse representations of communication practices in Romanian public institutions;  
 To catalogue the sets of professional values mentioned in the discourse on the public servant included in our 
selected sample group; 
 To examine representational discourse on Europe and European values. 
 
2.1 Investigation techniques 
 
 The investigation technique used was the semi-structured interview. The semi-structured interview is a 
data collection method which, to a certain extent, depends on the researcher’s subjectivity and gives the 
interviewee a free hand in answering the open questions. The subjects who participated in the semi-structured 
interview are included in our selected sample group. Data collection was done online within a week, in January 
2013, with the help of a guide to semi-structured interviews. 
 The guide includes four questions: Q1 requires answers regarding the status of the public servant: 
recruitment and promotion; Q2 replaces the Romanian point of view with a European view on legislation; Q3 
contains an important axiological component requiring the subjects to rate the image of the public servant in the 
public space (positive or negative perceptions and how the negative image could be improved); Q4 is formulated 
as a comparison between the qualities/activity of the Romanian public servant and representations regarding 
public administration activity in the European space.  
 
2.2 Data analysis 
  
The data collected through the semi-structured interview conducted with the chosen group has been 
analysed and evaluated using discourse analysis tools. The analysis grid contains categories and subcategories 
defining the professional world and outlines the legitimisation discourse of the Romanian public servant in 
relation to European values as they are emphasised in the interviewees’ discourse. 
 The corpus consists of 41 semi-structured interviews conducted on a homogeneous group: Master’s 
students in Public Administration and Public Affairs at the University of Bucharest. 
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2.3 The sample 
 
 The research subjects make up a homogeneous group from the point of view of the referential system; 
theoretical knowledge, expectations, age, and education. The experimental design could be criticised mainly 
because the results generalise at the level of a sample group which seems unrepresentative. There are, however, 
authors who consider that the differences between a sample group made up of students and the total population 
are not so significant so that they do not allow the results to be extrapolated.      
 
2.4 The socio-demographic profile of the subjects 
An evaluation of the group profile shows us that most respondents are female (2/3), young (2/3), some 
have worked in public administration (1/3), all of them are postgraduate students in Public Administration, which 
gives them a common point of reference and common expectations regarding public administration activity, 
normative-academic discourse and public discourse (see Tables 1, 2, 3). All 41 subjects have already undertaken 
or are currently undertaking specialised studies in Public Administration; among the 1/3 public servants (PS): 3 
have more than 5 years’ experience; 7 have less than 5 years’ experience; 2 have less than one year’s experience.  
 The fact that the subjects are young and very young gives rise to the premise of a critical discourse 
which is uninfluenced by the bureaucratic discourse of the system. 
Table 1. Gender distribution 
Gender distribution Respondents
Female 28
Male 13
  
Table 2. Age categories 
Age categories Respondents
23-29 years 26
31-37 years 3
41-43 years 7
52-55 years 2
NR 3
  
Table 3. Profession 
 
An example of a column 
heading 
Respondents
Students 22
Public servants 13
Working in the private sector 1
NR 5
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3. Discourse analysis 
 
3.1. Methods of discourse examination  
 
 Reading the 41 interviews has outlined the axiological universe of the respondents regarding the topics 
addressed; attitudinal sets and discursive patterns. After this examination, we established category-subcategories 
and attitude expressed by the subjects to each topic brought to their attention.  
 The subjects’ axiological universe was outlined in relation to the topic addressed after assigning the 
corresponding items resulting from examination of the answers of the 41 subjects to the subcategories education, 
law, moral, public moral and profession. This approach applies to Q1, Q3 and Q4. The attitudinal sets are 
marked explicitly in Q3, where they were asked for feedback on the public servant’s image and implicitly in the 
other three questions. The discursive patterns will show how the subjects represent public administration activity 
and the rhetorical choices they make in order to label the representational universe.  
 
3.2. Thematic distribution of the items 
 
 Q1 – Recruitment (I have placed the subcategories in ascending order according to the interest expressed 
by the respondents): 
 The subcategory education has proven to be irrelevant and there is no corresponding item. 
 Five respondents refer to standards using terms of common morals and the adjectives: ‘good’, ‘impartial’, 
‘fair’ and ‘objective’. 
 The references to law are both positive, mentioning the European legislation which influenced recruitment 
methodology by introducing transparency and competition and negative, saying that the Statute is violated by 
employing PS based on party membership, although the statute forbids it. 
 The respondents showed considerable interest in the subcategory public moral through the large number of 
items extracted: ‘appropriate criteria, but they are not taken into consideration’; ‘ideal criteria, but recruitment 
is closed for those outside the system’; 'functional criteria, but practice proves the contrary’; ‘clear provisions, 
but they are not respected’; ‘relevant criteria, but the implementation is defective’; ‘ambiguities, which leave 
room for interpretation’; ‘the provisions of the Statute are objective and are applied’. The attitude is mostly 
negative and it is interesting to mention that the situation is judged in dual terms: between appreciation of the 
content of regulatory documents and criticism of their implementation. Only one respondent appreciated the 
fact that standards were correctly implemented. 
 The subcategory profession proved to be the most relevant for the subjects and the items were also relevant: 
‘accurate assessment of performance’; ‘contests are a formality’; ‘political criteria or connections’; 
‘performance assessment’; ‘contest recruitment’; ‘reducing young people’s chances’; ‘minimal experience’; 
‘resigning other commitments’; ‘the contest is transparent as stipulated by law’. 
 
  Q1 – Promotion: 
 The subcategory education proved to be irrelevant and there is no corresponding item. 
 Four respondents refer to standards using terms of common morals and the adjectives: ‘good’, 
‘discriminatory’, ‘fair’. 
 The references to law are positive – ‘laws are usually obeyed’, and negative – ‘promotions are not gained 
legally’; negative opinions preponderate.  
 The respondents showed great interest in the subcategory public morals according to the large number of 
items extracted: ‘political criteria or connections are important’; ‘promotion implies discretionary elements 
and of political influence’; ‘the criteria are (sometimes) discriminatory’; ‘nepotism’. 
 The subcategory profession proved to be the most relevant for the subjects and the items were relevant: 
‘promotion as a form of motivation’; ‘it is not based on genuine assessment of performance’; ‘the most 
competent person is not always the one promoted’; ‘promotions are too slow’; ‘they are based on experience 
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and the confidence gained in work’; ‘they are not based on the assessment of performance’; ‘seniority is a 
sine qua non condition’; ‘promotions are few, due to the lack of money’; ‘seniority can be an obstacle’; 
‘promotion by contest (positive)’; ‘promotion is an advantage for career development’. 
 
  Q2 –European legislation (EL) – provisions taken from EL in the Romanian legislation (RL): 
 The respondents did not answer the question about the existence of provisions in Romanian law taken from 
European legislation; 
 Opinions on EL: ‘it is not supranational’; ‘EL is a sort of legislative audit’. Opinions on the role of EL: ‘it 
does not exist’; ‘it has a minor role’; ‘it exists’; ‘its effects are minimal’. 
 
  Q2 – Romanian laws transposing EL: 
 Eleven respondents did not answer the question; 
 Listing the adapted provisions: ‘provisions regarding the liberalisation of labour and prices’, ‘citizens’ 
involvement in unions’; ‘the right to freedom of opinion’, ‘the right to be part of a union’, ‘the right to stand 
as a candidate and be elected’; ‘public duties’, ‘maintaining the confidentiality of business secrets’, ‘proper 
outfit’. 
 
  Q3 – The image of the public servant: 
 Appreciation: does not exist 
 Depreciation: 
 Education: ‘poorly-trained staff in some fields’; ‘the image does not reflect the standards studied in faculty’; 
‘lack of kindness’. 
 Morals: ‘arrogant’, ‘does not offer complete information, thus increasing the time necessary to solve an 
issue’; ‘low wages make them harm their image’; ‘attitude and conduct are unsatisfactory’; ‘lazy’; ‘does not 
follow the moral code of conduct’.  
 Public morals: ‘corrupt’, ‘bureaucrat’. 
 Profession: ‘incompetent’; ‘negative image’: ‘a person who doesn’t work much’, ‘a poorly paid person’, ‘a 
dignitary who earns a lot of money (profiteer)’; ‘his belief is ‘I work for the state, therefore I shouldn’t work 
too hard’; ‘does not meet European standards’. 
 
  Q3 – solutions in order to improve the image of the public servant (PS): 
 Education: ‘proper training’; ‘refresher courses for staff’; ‘reeducating the public servant (kindness, desire to 
help, perfect outfit); ‘refresher courses in communication’.  
 Law- 
 Morals: ‘more devotion to, and respect for, the position held’; ‘more conscientiousness and devotion’.  
 Public morals:’chances for young people’; ‘citizen orientation’; ‘mentality change’; ‘less corruption’.   
 Profession: ‘encourage through incentives’, ‘keeping the most capable’; ‘control and penalisation’, ‘moral 
and salary motivation’; ‘selecting competent public servants and redistributing the others’; ‘better 
remuneration’, ‘diminishing the budget system and investing in computerised systems and salaries’; ‘quicker 
promotions’; ‘more work’; ‘financial incentives’; ‘the public servant should have access to computer 
applications containing legislative changes’; ‘uniform work rules specific to each institution’; ‘promoting 
young people’, ‘keeping the competent people in the institutions’, ‘encouraging meritocracy’. 
 
  Q4 – The image of the European PS as compared to the Romanian PS: 
 Education: ‘adjustment to the circumstances’; ‘professionalism’; ‘specialized studies’; ‘studies/training in the 
field’; ‘professional training’; ‘the European PS is specialized and knows at least two foreign languages’; ‘the 
principle of transparency and multi-linguistics is followed’; ‘higher level of professional training’; ‘in the EU, 
there is more focus on professional training/development’; ‘the outfit is appropriate for the position held’. 
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 Law:’advanced knowledge of European legislation’; ‘knowledge regarding remuneration’; ‘high level of 
knowledge of the legislation’.  
 Morals:’morality’, ‘responsibility’, ‘patient’, ‘polite’, ‘respect for the citizen’; ‘more devotion’.  
 Public morals: ‘does not take bribes’. 
 Profession: ‘high salary’, ‘enjoys appreciation’, ‘his work is recognised’, ‘advanced level of training’; ‘work 
recognition, attitude and effectiveness’; ‘the European PS promotes the image of the institution he 
represents’; ‘the PR and Communication departments are large abroad, higher financial motivation, the 
degree of work computerisation is different’.  
 
3.3. Data analysis 
 
 The discourse is built around the topic proposed to the respondents through the way the interview guide 
was designed: recruitment and promotion within the system, the status of the public servant, the image of public 
servants in Romania and in European central administration, European legislation (EL) versus Romanian 
legislation (RL). The values at the core of the discourse encompass education, public morals, morals, and the 
legislative and professional dimension. 
A. The discursive universe of professional practice (Q1) 
 The values at the core of the discourse encompass the professional dimension, public morals and morals. 
We should note that those aspects regarding legislation and education are considered irrelevant by the subjects. 
The discourse on professional realities and public morals is critical: there is a predominance of negative verbs, 
nouns and adjectives. Positive feedback on social and professional realities is very rare. The moral values which 
were appreciated were: impartiality, fairness, objectivity and transparency. The discourse on the values of public 
morals is built in opposing terms: ‘the criteria are ideal, but the recruitment is closed’, ‘the provisions are clear, 
but they are not taken into consideration’. Violation of the regulatory framework appears as a leitmotif (the 
regulatory framework is considered to be the most important component of the society); frequently occurring 
items: idealization and fierce criticism. The discourse emphasizes a Manichean way of thinking where the 
standard has positive connotations while the social practice is evaluated in negative terms. The number of 
respondents giving positive feedback on the activity in public administration is irrelevant[statistically 
insignificant] (one respondent). 
B. The discursive universe of EL/RL is poor in representations, ambiguous (Q2) 
 It is interesting to note that many respondents (about 1/3) do not answer when they are required to talk 
about legislation (Q2); many of them think that EL does not influence RL, that its role and effects are minimal. 
The answers we received include positive connotations attributed to the legislative aspects imposed by the 
transposition of European legislation. Despite its relevance, because 2/3 of the respondents answered Q2, the 
discursive universe strictly related to the legislation is poorer, with a significantly smaller number of items, many 
repetitions and even parasite answers. Once again, we are dealing with discourse denoting a Manichean way of 
thinking: EL is positive, but it has no effects. The discourse does not emphasise clear representation regarding 
European values, which would indicate the subjects’ low level of interest in European issues. 
C. The negative image of the public servant (Q3) 
 The image of the public servant did not receive any positive or neutral connotations, which is surprising, 
given that some of the respondents are public servants. Therefore, the hypothesis we have suggested is 
strengthened, namely that the profile of the group of respondents might produce a mainly critical or even radical 
discourse. The negative image is based on public morals: lazy, corrupt, bureaucrat; education dimension: poorly 
trained, impolite; morals: arrogant, does not meet the customers’ needs; and professionalism: incompetent, 
profiteer, does not correspond to European standards. The attitude towards the PS is radically negative and the 
representational universe outlined by items which are axiologically marked as non-values.  
D. ‘Snow White’ type of discourse (Q4) 
 In contrast to the representational discourse on the Romanian PS (RPS), the European PS (EPS) enjoys 
an image built on positive items, rich in items, an ideal ‘Snow White’ image. The ideal image created of the EPS 
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continues the logic of the Manichean way of thinking which we emphasised above in the analysis of discourse 
built in opposing terms. It is the same situation as in Q1 where the representational universe of standards with 
positive connotations is the mirror image of the practice; here, the negative universe of the RPS is the mirror 
image of the positive universe of the EPS. This discourse activates the five subcategories; thus, the EPS is 
educated, speaks foreign languages, has a high level of knowledge of the legislation, is polite, has respect for the 
citizen, does not take bribes, is financially motivated, has communication skills, and (successfully) represents the 
image of the institution. It is also a reparative discourse; it seeks to rebalance the image and activity of the public 
servant, at the level of representational discourse, in its ideal form.  
 
4. Conclusions 
 
 The type of discourse produced by the sample group is dual and opposing. For instance, the negative 
representations in the practice area are compensated for by the positive representations of the standards, while 
negative representations of the image of the RPS are compensated for by the positive projections of the image of 
the EPS. The knowledge demonstrated by the subjects is ideal normative and not at all pragmatic. Furthermore, 
the subjects refuse to adapt their discourse to reality, which they suppress through denial, preferring to take 
refuge in ‘Snow White’ projections. I believe that the critical and highly critical discourse on Romanian realities 
comes from personal experience and social practice and especially a public discourse (media, politicians, civil 
society) characterized by harsh criticism, violent language and personal attacks.  
 The hypotheses are entirely valid: there is a lack of communication in Habermas’ sense of the term and 
a poor connection with European topics of debate. These things become obvious through the lack of expression 
of Romanian issues, ignorance of European legislation and the idealisation of European standards and 
experience. Another conclusion would be that the type of discourse used in the Romanian media and public space 
is also adopted with little discernment by professional groups whose profile is similar to that described in this 
article. Moreover, communication practices are adopted as part of the idealized discourse regarding the 
profession of the PS: they do not appear as a descriptive item of the activity of the Romanian PS; they are merely 
an ideal standard normative component occurring only in ‘Snow White’ discourse on the European PS.  
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